Introduction
In June 1931, in Geneva, two hundred people gathered for four days to discuss 'The African Child', in a Conference organized by the Save the Children International Union (SCIU). Based in the same city since 1920, the lay and charitable Union was devoted to the promotion of children's rights 'beyond and above all considerations of race, nationality, or creed'.
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The Conference on the African Child represented its first major shift away from European children. Soon after, the Save the Children International Union was to distinguish itself by becoming one of the very first humanitarian institutions in Africa. (Iliffe, 1988, 198-199) Starting with the conference, the founders hoped to put the universalism of their 'Declaration of the Rights of the Child' into practice on the continent. As wrote Eglantyne Jebb, the main inspirer of the gathering, they wanted to work for the 'arousing of native interest and native help, and thus gradually bringing into being a national movement for the care and protection of children.' 2 Such openness has remained a principle of intervention amongst the workers of the Save the Children Fund to this day. (Breen, 1997, 3; Sellick, 2001, 148.) Missionaries answered the invitation of the Save the Children International Union with the greatest enthusiasm (see their list in Appendix 1). The Church Missionary Society based in London, for instance, urged its medical envoy in Uganda, Dr. Albert R. Cook, to attend the gathering in Geneva whilst he was on furlough in London. 3 Religious personnel were followed, in order of importance, by charity workers, social scientists, colonial governments' representatives, politicians and civil servants attached to the many agencies of the League of Nations (LON). Only seven persons were black and, amongst them, five came from Africa (see Figure 1) . While my general study addresses the concerns of all, this paper focuses on the interest this prevalent group of missionaries showed for African children's rights at the turn of the 1930s, its causes, timing and later influence. The meeting of July 1931 offers an occasion to reflect on the meaning, the promises and the limits of the early promotion of the notion of human rights in regards to colonies. To be sure, there exited no human rights as we know them since the creation of the United Nations, in 1945, that is to say 'internationally agreed values, standards or rules regulating the conduct of states towards their own citizens and towards non-citizens, . . . in the world of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights [of 1948] : "a common standard of achievements for all peoples and all nations."' (Baehr, 2001, 1) Rather, the interwar years were at time when 'the human rights protection . . . was clearly sporadic' and when 'treaties . . . protected specified minority groups and addressed specific problems of perceived vulnerable groups. (Smith, 2003, 4) At the Conference on the African Child, a decade before the Second World War provoked the abandonment of 'minority and sectoral protection . . . by a concerted global attempt to secure basic rights for all, without distinction', (Smith, 2003, 23-24) proponents of a surprising variety of understandings of human rights exchanged, demanded clarifications, exposed contradictions and challenged understandings. The very form of the engagements revealed the relative power each had in the definition of the terms of the debates. 
